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This survey provides a summary of some of the research into actor training in Australia, 
and the disciplinary, industrial and political issues that inform actor training in Australia, 
that has come out of the work of Higher Degree Research candidates at Australian 
universities in the past three decades. The survey has been conducted as part of a 
broader project that looks at the power relationships that operate in the discursive field of 
training, rehearsal and performance, and this informs its focus and methodology. It is 
offered as part of this issue of Australasian Drama Studies on lineages, training, 
techniques and traditions on the premise that a survey of Higher Degree Research 
thesesi addressing the area may provide useful insight into these lineages, and the ways 
in which they have been understood by a range of different researchers. 
 
The criteria for selecting the theses has been straightforward – the survey considers only 
those theses that deal with actor training broadly defined, and deal with Australia or 
Australian practices in some dimension of their study. In other words, theses that speak 
in some way to Australian approaches, be they personal or collective, private or public.ii I 
have not looked at theses that deal with training in dance or other bodily disciplines, at 
theses defined as studies of writing, directing or other dramatic processes, or at theses 
that address a drama in education audience.iii Moreover, I have tried to limit the scope of 
the survey to theses submitted for the award of Masters or Doctorate, though valuable 
work has been done by students in prior phases of their research careers, and there is 
one occasion where I have included an Honours thesis that resonates strongly with work 
done at Masters and Doctoral level. The survey covers 1979-2004, a chronology 
determined by the documents identified in the databases I will shortly describe. I do not 
discuss work currently in progress, which does not appear in these databases, and which 
may shift in its focus and contributions by the time examination is finalised and it 
becomes publicly available. 
 
The theses included in the survey have been identified through a search of the National 
Library of Australia’s Libraries Australia database,iv which draws from the catalogues at 
all Australian tertiary institutions, and the Australasian Digital Theses (ADT) database,v to 
which the majority of Australian universities now belong. Search terms included drama, 
theatre, performance, training, devising, improvisation, mask, mime and clown, along 
with names of prominent practitioners like Stanislavski, Lecoq, Suzuki and Barba. These 
databases were selected because they are a reasonably comprehensive source of 
cataloguing information. This said, I do not by any means want to suggest these search 
mechanisms have been exhaustive, both because of the expanse of terminology by 
which theses in this area may have been described, and because of the extent to which 
training and performance metaphors have been adopted in other disciplines. The other 
limitation on the research has been with regards theses identified across Australia, and 
different institutional policies on document delivery mean I still need to point to one case 
where I have not been able to sight the thesis itself. Difficulties in this regard have, 
however, been to some degree mitigated by the promise the ADT database has shown 
for remedying this situation for researchers embarking on similar undertakings in future. 
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As a final point before I turn to the survey itself, I would like to make it clear that the 
purpose of this research has not been to provide an original or exhaustive description of 
the theses,vi or a critical examination of their success with regards their research aims. 
The survey has, rather, been approached as a means of providing a resource which lists 
work, locates it within loose thematic threads, and flags one or two occasions where 
work has been done outside Drama, Theatre and Performance Studies departments. In 
offering it here, I hope to introduce the reader to the diverse range of work done in the 
area, rather than develop any definitive analysis of the trends. 
 
 
Surveying the field 
 
Perhaps not surprisingly, the first studies of actor training in Australia focus on the way in 
which the influence of European ‘masters’ is felt in Australian practice, especially in the 
years following the establishment of the National Institute of Dramatic Art (NIDA) in the 
late 1950s, and the Victoria College of the Arts (VCA) in the 1970s. The first thesis 
identified in this survey, Denise Young’s 1979 “Twentieth century theories on actor 
training and current Australian practice” (MA, Flinders University) locates itself in the 
centre of these concerns. Young begins her study with a detailed description of the 
approaches of Stanislavski, Brecht and Grotowski before drawing on documentation 
available at the time and descriptions of classes to discuss the approach to training at 
NIDA, and at the newly established VCA. Young contends that NIDA did not initially 
adopt a fully systematised approach to actor training, but has increasingly done so since 
the arrival of figures like George Whaley, combining actor training with additional classes 
in mask, mime, clown and acrobatics. Young then compares the work of the VCA, which 
she describes as more community oriented, with more of an emphasis on performers 
capable of creating professional companies, under the tutelage of figures like Lindy 
Davies.  
 
The question of approaches favoured across Australia’s flagship actor training 
institutions is frequently broached in the theses identified in this survey. Elissa Foster’s 
1992 “Art and industry: training actors in Australia” (Honours, Queensland University of 
Technology)vii is an example of the way the issue was being broached a decade after 
Young’s study. Like Young, Foster starts with a shift from apprenticeship models to 
institutionalised training in the twentieth century, and a discussion of Stanislavski’s and 
Grotowski’s systems, before drawing on interviews with actor trainers at institutions 
across Australia to develop her analysis of the field. Foster discusses different degrees 
of practical or theoretical orientation across institutions, and the way they perceive 
pathways for graduates. 
 
Investigation of this tension intrinsic to institutionalised actor training is also a focus in 
Ross Prior’s 2004 “Characterising actor trainers’ understanding of their practice in 
Australian and English drama schools” (PhD, Griffith University). Prior’s study is set 
against the backdrop of Stanislavski, Chekhov, Grotowski, Brecht and Meyerhold, 
amongst others, and the historical development of drama schools. His primary interest, 
however, is in pedagogy, and in actor trainers’ ability to articulate their pedagogical 
philosophy. He identifies dominant institutional models, including conservatories, schools 
and private studios, and discusses a tension between experiential training models and 
educational models that emerges as conservatory training comes into a university 
context. Interviews with trainers at high profile institutions in both countries – anonymous, 
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in order to forestall trainers’ concerns about reputation – provide a comprehensive 
picture of the way they view their practices in the light of this tension.  
 
Bernadette Pryde’s 2002 “Languaging the actor: an examination of the terminology used 
in actor training” (MA, Queensland University of Technology) also examines the 
language twentieth century practitioners use to characterise the nature, purpose and 
practice of training, and the way in which this language is used in Australia specifically, 
through interviews with trainers at NIDA, VCA and Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT). She analyses this data to determine trends in trainers’ preferred terminology for 
themselves, their practices, and the obstacles their practices face in an institutional 
context. 
 
 
Historical, sociological and philosophical approaches to the field 
 
What developments in the field in the two decades since Young’s study demonstrate is a 
growing concern with the discursive and ideological frameworks in which actor training 
occurs. The dominance of Foucault’s and Bourdieu’s analyses of disciplinary formations 
in the theoretical field during this period is no doubt a factor in this development.  
 
Rachel Landers’ 2002 “Actors as important as Sputniks?: the relationship between 
training and subsidy in the Australian performing arts since WWII” (PhD, University of 
Sydney), for instance, discusses the legacy of Stanislavski, Brecht, Artaud and 
Grotowski in order to launch into an analysis of the Australian Elizabethan Theatre 
Trust’s role in establishing NIDA, and in the process legitimating particular training 
techniques as a means of producing the right type of actor for a respectable vocation 
with cultural, educational and therapeutic benefits. Landers links Stanislavskian training 
systems to Taylorist scientificism, but notes a dysfunction in funding this sort of training 
in Australia, insofar as it fails to translate into future employment prospects for graduates. 
The thesis, undertaken in a History department, thus draws some of the institutional 
developments in Australian actor training discussed in previous work into debates about 
disciplines, ideologies and cultural capital. 
 
Other researchers also consider actor training within a sociological framework. Paul 
Moore’s 2004 “Longing to belong: trained actors’ attempts to enter the profession” (PhD, 
University of Sydney) considers actors’ employment after graduating from training at 
tertiary institutions. Moore combines an anecdotal account of his own experience, and 
accounts of other actors in the first decade after training, with a Bourdieuian field 
analysis of actors’ struggle to access the world to which the dispositions accrued during 
training are believed to provide admittance. He analyses the sort of misrecognitions that 
develop the doxa of the trained actor with regards their craft, and the sacrifices they 
should be prepared to make to succeed in their craft. Moore, like Landers, points to the 
way the training provided under Australia’s subsidy model does not necessarily accord 
with industry and commercial realities, and the need for adaptability and resilience in 
actors.viii 
 
Mark Seton’s 2004 “Forming (in)vulnerable bodies: intercorporeal experience in actor 
training in Australia” (PhD, University of Sydney) takes the question of actor training 
discourses onto the floor, considering the discourses about the intangible ‘it’ quality or 
talent that circulate in the selection and training of actors. Participation in three different 
training modalities – at the Ensemble Studio, RE:ACTOR Acting Services and the VCA – 
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provides the basis for a detailed discussion of the intercorporeal processes and practices 
that shape actors’ bodies, and the risks and misrecognitions that characterise actors’ 
work to acquire a vulnerable corporeal disposition. Moving into the practitioner-
participant-observer position many of the theses identified in this survey find most 
productive, Seton also addresses the ethical position of the researcher in this sort of 
study. 
 
 
Core principles and concerns 
 
A number of the theses identified in this survey concentrate on core principles and 
concerns – such as the intangible ‘it’ quality – consistent across different modes of 
practice. For instance, at least two of the theses concentrate on the concept of energy, 
spirit, presence or charisma that underpins so many training methodologies. Jade 
McCutcheon’s 2000 “The actor as shaman: the spirit in actor training” (DCA, University of 
Technology Sydney) seeks a training method that allows the actor to develop a spirit or 
higher self, what she terms a Repressed Other, and suggests some re-languaging of the 
training process is necessary to access this repressed, feminine Other. To make the 
argument, McCutcheon moves from a discussion of Stanislavski, Chekhov, Artaud and 
Grotowski to ritual performance practices, and a description of chakras, channelling and 
other rehearsal processes used in a performance she directed as part of the research. 
Jane O’Donnell’s 2002 “The actor’s journey: key principles of performance presence” 
(MA, Queensland University of Technology) starts with a contextual review of the acting 
methods of Barba, Stanislavski, Meyerhold, Chekhov, Meisner, Grotowski, Lecoq and 
others to characterise the concept of performance presence. O’Donell identifies an 
integrated principle of presence, incorporating energy, awareness, imagination and 
mutuality, as a common theme amongst these practices, and explores it in a creative 
development project conducted as part of the research. Another thesis, Leatricia Logie’s 
1993 “Training the actor’s body to express: a cross-cultural study” (PhD, Murdoch 
University),ix looks at intercultural approaches to actor training, including Barba’s 
approach to training. 
 
Judith Pippen’s 1998 “Inscribing actor’s bodies: towards an epistemology of movement 
praxis in actor training” (PhD, Queensland University of Technology), produced by 
publication of a monograph and articles, uses Humberto Maturana’s constitutive ontology 
to construct an interpretative framework for its understanding of actor training. It speaks 
of corporeality, and corporeal interaction, suggesting a dynamic approach is more 
conducive to the movement training of actors than mechanical approaches. In this 
context, Pippen reflects on Feldenkrais in the work of Monica Pagneux, on Frank and 
Zen Zen Zo, and on actor training at QUT, as well as a performance she directed as part 
of the research.  
 
 
Specific practitioners, practices and influences 
 
An even larger number of theses identified in this survey are characterised by exploration 
of actor training in the context of specific practitioners, companies and schools of 
practice. 
 
Helen Strube’s 1996 “The autonomous actor: a case study of Lindy Davies” (MA, 
Queensland University of Technology), for example, documents Davies’ work as an actor 
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trainer and director, highlighting the way in which Davies blends past approaches into an 
innovative system that foregrounds the actor’s position as proactive and autonomous.  
 
Lynn Everett’s 2000 “The influence of the Lecoq school on Australian theatre: an oral 
history based study” (PhD, University of New England) examines the impact of the Lecoq 
school on Australian theatre through profiles of alumni such as Geoffrey Rush and Nigel 
Jamieson. Everett also problematises assumptions about linear trajectories of influence 
of such practices.  
 
Gillian Arrighi’s 2003 “The neutral mask: its position in Western actor training, and its 
application to the creative processes of the actor” (MCA, University of Newcastle) uses 
the legacy of Copeau, Decroux, Lecoq and Barba, and Turner’s theorisation of liminality, 
to discuss mask as a means of developing scenic presence. Practical workshops 
conducted as part of Arrighi’s action research inform the findings. 
 
Maria Brigida de Miranda’s 2003 “Playful training: toward capoeira in the physical training 
of actors” (PhD, La Trobe University) examines the emphasis on physical discipline in 
the practices of Stanislavski, Copeau, Decroux and Grotowski, in martial arts, and in 
other articulations of actor training offered by Barba, Suzuki and Spolin. De Miranda 
deploys Foucault’s notion of docility to discuss the way these practices work correctively 
to create a natural, neutral body, and the implications this has for female performers. She 
asks whether a masculinised disciplining necessarily accompanies martial arts in actor 
training, and proposes the playful, resistant corporeality of Afro-Brazilian capoeira as an 
alternative. She concludes with reflection on this approach in her own practice conducted 
as part of the research. 
 
Peter Snow’s 2003 “Imaging the in-between: training becomes performance in body 
weather practice in Australia” (PhD, University of Sydney) draws on his experience as a 
participant in Body Weather training. Snow describes Body Weather as a practice in 
which bodies are conceived in terms of intercorporeal relationships, and offers a detailed 
examination of the techniques through which new corporealities are imagined and 
explored in Body Weather. 
 
Joanne Loth’s 2001 “Developing a theatre of the integrated actor: the application of the 
Suzuki actor training method within three theatrical contexts” (MA, Queensland 
University of Technology) provides a phenomenological analysis of Suzuki actor training. 
Loth characterises Suzuki as an integrated, intentional system designed to engage the 
body, and to establish strength, affect and awareness. She then describes this approach 
in the performance practice of herself and others. 
 
Gavin Robbins’ 2002 “Moving the actor: towards a holistic approach to training and 
devising for performance” (MA, Queensland University of Technology) discusses the 
training and devising methods developed by Australian company Legs on the Wall, and 
their applicability to Australian theatre more broadly. Grounded in the researcher’s own 
practices, Robbins’ project, like Loth’s, places an emphasis on integrated skills 
acquisition, using the theories of Barba and others as a lens through which to read the 
holism that characterises Legs on the Wall’s practices, as well as the practices of master 
teachers in India with whom he trained during fieldwork. 
 
Mark Radvan’s 2004 “Toward Bodydialogue: developing a process for enhancing the 
actor’s physicalisation skills in rehearsal and performance” (MA, Queensland University 
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of Technology) presents a set of exercises for training and rehearsals grounded in 
Stanislavkian approaches to physicalisation in text-based performance, and includes a 
practice-as-research project developed using the system. It typifies an increasing 
emphasis on practical work as an essential, and in some cases examinable, component 
of the theses surveyed, a trend which raises a range of issues regarding assessment of 
physical, processual training techniques in a practice-as-research climate still focused on 
performance outcomes. 
 
 
Voice training 
 
This survey also identified a series of theses that look at specialised dimensions of actor 
training in Australia. Most significant of these was specialised work in the field of voice 
training, which shows that the influence of practitioners like Linklater is as significant as 
that of Suzuki or Lecoq. Kari Scott Matthew’s 1995 “Voice training in Australian theatre” 
(MA, University of Queensland) takes an approach akin to some of the first actor training 
theses. It traces dominant schools of thought, including the influence of Linklater’s work. 
A detailed description of voice training in tertiary institutions in Australia, and of actors’ 
pursuit of voice training through the Actors Centre, provides a picture of the local trends. 
Melissa Agnew’s 1995 “Big country – big voice: matching Australian actors’ speech 
training to theatrical performance requirements” (MA, Queensland University of 
Technology) also contributes to understanding of this field. Agnew uses discussion of the 
historically conflicted attitude towards Australian accents on stage to contextualise her 
description of the role of training in Received Pronunciation, and in more recent 
methodologies like Linklater’s that connect body, intellect and emotion to free the voice. 
Data about Australian trends is drawn from interviews, attendance at symposia and 
fieldwork. Katherine Peart Reid’s 2003 “An investigation of theatre voice training (based 
on Linklater method)” (PhD, University of Sydney) analyses Linklater method from a 
different perspective. Peart Reid takes the position of participant-observer in practical 
workshops with an anonymous teacher and participants. Her theoretical and empirical 
research examines the personal experience of voice training, from the participants’ 
perspective, concentrating on Linklater method because of its impact in Australia. Lucy 
Cornell’s 2001 “Theatre voice training in speech pathology” (MAppSci, University of 
Sydney) pursues voice training from yet another perspective, investigating the impact of 
theatre voice training techniques, with particular mention of Linklater, Berry, Rodenberg 
and Lessac’s techniques, in the work of practising speech pathologists. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
What this survey reveals is that researchers are still finding value in a number of 
distinctive approaches to the study of actor training in Australia. A tendency to 
emphasise the fact that formal systems and theories of actor training emerged from 
apprenticeship structures only during the early twentieth century in the West, and even 
later in Australia, has diminished. But researchers are still engaged in examining the 
policy and political frameworks that inform actor training in institutional contexts. 
Researchers are also producing an ever increasing body of work which examines 
particular schools or genres of practice, examines their own practice, or documents the 
exercises employed in their practice, often in tandem with an analysis of the disciplinary 
and discursive formations in which their practice exists. This work both contextualises 
and problematises the lineage of particular training methodologies. The studies do not 
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claim to be all inclusive, any more than this survey aims to be all inclusive, instead 
staking out their own space to examine specific aspects of the macro and micro practices 
of actor training. Thus, though the field has proven diffuse, and the mechanisms by 
which it was documented until fairly recently difficult to trace, this survey has provided a 
fascinating insight into the foundations of the work researchers in Drama, Theatre and 
Performance Studies do in their teaching, and in their professional practice. The survey 
offers a framework for further analysis of actor training, and the issues that inform actor 
training in Australia, in Higher Degree Research and beyond in the future. 
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i
 For the purposes of this survey, I have used the word thesis to describe the written component of any Higher 
Degree Research project, including dissertations and exegeses. 
ii
 Whilst the focus of this survey meant I avoided looking at theses that did not set out to address Australian  actor 
training practices, it is worth noting that Australian researchers have contributed to work in the wider arena of 
acting and actor training – for instance, Barry O’Connor’s 1992 “Personaeity, passions, personality: English acting 
manuals, 1710-1755” (PhD, University of New South Wales). 
iii
 In practice, this means I have not included Education theses in the scope of the survey, in particular several 
theses at The University of Melbourne – for instance, Helen Sandercoe’s 2001 “The work of Monika Pagneux” 
(MEd, University of Melbourne), Christine Hoepper’s 1996 “The Mind, the imagination, the feelings, the body: 
tertiary drama education in the 1990s” (MEd, University of Melbourne), and Gerard Dovey’s 1991 “Education and 
training for mask theatre” (MEd, University of Melbourne). Additionally, I have not included a Master of 
Professional Studies identified during the survey, Peter Nolan’s 2001 “Learning behind the curtain: adult learning 
in Australian professional theatre” (MProfSt(Hons), University of Newcastle). 
iv
 Libraries Australia. Online: http://www.librariesaustralia.nla.gov.au. Viewed 30 August 2007. 
v
 Australasian Digital Theses Program. Online: http://adt.caul.edu.au. Viewed 30 August 2007. According to the 
site, this resource has been available to Australian universities since 2000. However, it still does not provide an 
exhaustive source of theses submitted at since that date – for instance, whilst my institution (Queensland 
University of Technology) has required candidates to submit an electronic copy of their thesis for inclusion in this 
database since 2004, this was not a requirement when I submitted my PhD at another institution (Monash 
University) in 2004. Additionally, rich data which might accompany Higher Degree Research projects that include 
a creative component is still not readily available from this or other sources.  
vi
 Indeed, I have tried to describe the theses in terms of their own language, theory and concepts, in the hope that 
this will give a clearer sense of the specific contribution the authors aim to provide. 
vii
 As I indicated in my introduction, I have included Foster’s Honours thesis in a survey focused on work at 
Masters and Doctoral level mainly because it resonates strongly with work done at these levels, and indicates a 
continuity of interest in these concerns across two decades. 
viii
 Historical, social and anthropological understandings also provide a frame for analyses of the what, when, 
where and how of actors’ work in rehearsal studies, such as Kate Rossmanith’s 2003 “Making theatre-making: 
rehearsal practice and cultural production” (PhD, University of Sydney). Rossmanith’s is part of a growing group 
of theses in rehearsal studies, including Russell Fewster’s 2001 “A rehearsal analysis of the production of The 
Blind Giant is Dancing by Neil Armfield and the Company B Ensemble” (MPhil, University of Sydney), Christina 
Potts’ 1996 “What empty space?: text and space in the Australian mainstream rehearsal process” (MPhil, 
University of Sydney), and Margaret Mahy’s 1995 “Grace Under Pressure: the process from rehearsal to 
performance for Hannie Rayson’s Falling from Grace” (MA, Monash University). 
ix
 This is the thesis I was not able to sight as part of the survey. 
